T
he Amer ican Jour nal of Hypertension (AJH) nears completion of both a quarter century of publication as well as the 5th year of the current editorial team's service. It is timely to review the experience and share thoughts about future challenges and opportunities.
Our MissiOn
John Laragh wrote in the first AJH issue that "the principal aim of the Journal is to serve scientists and practitioners…. We believe in peer review and practice it seriously…to…publish original scientific research…to…communicate… new knowledge and opinion…and… new modes of diagnosis and treatment. " 1 These elements continue to describe what we do for our readers, authors, and reviewers. Rapid dissemination of new knowledge is essential, but not sufficient, to improve health. Ultimately, patients must be served, and thus papers that focus on delivery of care are also part of the mix.
To address the full scope of our mission, AJH publishes articles that range from molecular biology and genetics to epidemiology and clinical medicine. The format and content have changed as science and technology have evolved and the means of communication advanced, but John Laragh's mission endures.
The PasT 5 Years
AJH joined the Nature Publishing Group (NPG) shortly after the current editorial team assumed its responsibilities. Print has become almost a vestigial element of journal communication, almost completely supplanted by electronic publication. In the process, AJH has emerged from essentially a creature of the Western hemisphere to having a global reach. Readers, authors, and reviewers from Japan, India, and China now account for a substantial fraction of our constituency.
Executive Editors Jon Blumenfeld, Hillel Cohen, and Charles Stier, ably assisted by Managing Editor Yvonne Raiford and Assistant Christina Ré, bear primary responsibility for selecting original material for publication. Editors choose at least two peer reviewers for each original manuscript and carefully assess each article and the reviewers' comments. Submissions of original material have increased to nearly 500 per year. We currently publish 180 original articles-for an acceptance rate <40%. Electronic systems have accelerated the process. First decision is made in about 25 days. Articles appear online about 3 weeks after acceptance, preceding print publication by up to 3 months. Articles that generate contentious opinions are usually resolved by consultation with another editor or during monthly editorial team meetings. Few authors dispute an adverse decision. When a decision is disputed, authors are invited to resubmit for a fresh review. At monthly meetings, all manuscripts are discussed and compiled for monthly print issues.
Metrics to assess quality and acceptance of the editorial process are impre- respectively. An additional measure of impact, the Immediacy Index, is the number of citations to an article in the year of its publication. Here, AJH was only one of two hypertension journals with a rating greater than 1.00.
Electronic distribution now permits a reasonably accurate estimate of readership. Results are gratifying. Roughly 30,000 readers spend some time on the AJH website, and about 10,000 articles are downloaded each month. It's hard to know how this relates to experience when AJH was published solely as a paper journal. My impression is that the growth in our circulation has been of an order of magnitude.
Authors and readers may have different expectations of AJH. This is evident by noting those articles most read and those most cited. No article appears on both lists. Downloads (Table 1) 2-11 we believe largely reflect how readers value clinical material. This is particularly true of State-of-the-Art reviews-of which four of the five published during this period appeared. By contrast, we believe that citations reflect articles of primary importance to authors and investigators. ( Table 2 25, 26 and once for a group of articles related to the renin-angiotensin system. 3, 4, 7 The responses were astounding, both in readership and coverage in the general and professional literature.
Joining NPG has also led to several new features. The Editor-in-Chief briefly summarizes and provides context for two articles each month to "Highlight". Reviewer Commentaries provide insight and perspective, for articles of special interest or additional insights; 28 appeared during 2010. The effect of these two features on either readership or citations is uncertain. What is clear, not surprisingly, is that articles granted "free access"-provided for two or three articles each month-has a potent, positive impact on readership.
An important departure from previous practice involves State-of-the-Art pieces. Previously initiated by authors, during the past year we added a component of editorial control over the process. We identify topics by several criteria: (i) a new dimension in the field, (ii) no definitive review has appeared in some time, or (iii) appearance of new knowledge has altered previous understanding of a topic. The selection process is dynamic and continuous. The willingness of leading authorities to undertake the demanding task of preparing a review has been most gratifying. Our plan is to publish 8-10 annually. This new plan does not preclude acceptance of unsolicited State-of-the-Art submissions. We are loath, however, to displace original material; this continues to be our primary mission.
Several years ago, AJH established a cooperative agreement with the Chinese Journal of Hypertension. Practical results of this collaboration to date have been a joint International Conference on "Sodium and Human Health" held in Xian, China in 2007. Proceedings and selected articles from this lively working conference appeared in the AJH. 27 In addition, we exchange two or three abstracts that are published monthly. This nascent program continues to explore opportunities for greater collaboration between our journals.
Challenges and OPPOrTuniTies
The environment in which AJH exists continues to evolve. This poses challenges and provides opportunities. Explosive growth of the scientific enterprise assures continuing pressure to publish. However, that increasing number and variety of submissions increase the difficulty of selection-for editors, authors, and readers. Traditional, peer reviewed journals may see acceptance rates fall. This, and the justifiable desire for easy access to new scientific knowledge, has already contributed to an expansion of opportunities for publication. In some cases, review is less intensive than that performed in journals like AJH. Readers can readily search this expanded electronic library to generate an enormous body of information, but perhaps without the capacity to separate the essential from the trivial. These changes may erode the traditional role of strong peer reviewed journals. We remain committed to rigorous peer review, which we believe to be critical to maintaining excellence in both scientific interchange and dissemination of new knowledge. Will open access journals crowd out traditional proprietary journals? Will the economic model that sustains traditional journals be compromised? What new tools will emerge to assist readers in selecting what to read? Will a changing pattern of publication alter the way academia assesses scholarly publication, and thus influence academic advancement? Will the trend toward supporting publication by authors create a world where there will be those who can pay out-publishing those who cannot?
The resolution of these issues will greatly impact not only how journals operate, but also how science is practiced, information received, and, perhaps, how health is affected. The challenges are great, but likely no more daunting then those faced by every previous generation. Yet, this period may be more challenging because of the vast expansion of the playing field, and the accelerating rate of its change.
COnClusiOn
I trust that readers and authors will find the State of the Journal to be as satisfactory as do we, and can share our confidence that the future will yield more good than bad. We welcome criticism, but would prefer your suggestions for how to improve what we do. disclosure: The author declared no conflict of interest.
